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Treading the Ebony Path: Ideology and Violence in Contemporary
Afro-Colombian Prose Fiction. Marvin A. Lewis, Columbia, MO:
University of Missouri Press, 1987.
Marvin A. Lewis undertakes the Herculean task of examining
contemporary narrative prose by Colombian writers of African
descent in light of their least common denominator, which for him
is the fact that there exists a thread of commonality between the
five writers he discusses in spite of their different backgrounds
and diverse geographic origins. According to Professor Lewis
these writers all share the experience of being black in a
Eurocentric society; this experience pervades their prose fiction
in varying degrees . Professor Lewis examines prose fiction works
by five authors--Arnoldo Palacios, Carlos Arturo Truque, Jorge
Artel, Juan Zapata Olivella and Manuel Zapata Olivella--which
were written between 1947 and 1983 through the following points
of departure: by examining the works based on their literary
merit using a v ariety of critical approaches; by discussing the
social dimensions of the texts through defining the concept of
ideology; and by discussing the texts in terms of literary
violence . Moreover, Professor Lewis sets out to unify and
synthesize the above-mentioned points of departure by exploring
themes and concepts such as racial awareness, oppression,
alienation and confrontation, and the manifestations of these
approaches and concepts in the works under discussion .
Professor Lewis has divided his work into six chapters. In
Chapter 1, the introduction, he states the purpose of his study
and explains his method of approach. He defines Afro-Colombian
writers as writers who " . • . recognize the importance of their
ethnic backgrounds in the development of their literary creations
and in the manner in which they relate to Colombian society." (p.
2) According to Professor Lewis, the unifying factor among the
writers is their assessment and description of the plight of the
oppressed in urban as well as rural settings in Colombia. Using
Jonathan Culler's concept of cultural intertextuality, Lewis
augments Raymond Williams' and Terry Eagleton's theories of
ideology and suggests that since the writers under discussion are
"neorealists" who integrate the readers into the text by
addressing them as subjects and that as a result of this
integration the reader reconstructs his own autonomous world
based ·both on the text he reads and his own life experience. He
then discusses Ariel Dorfman's concepts of horizontal / individual
violence and vertical/social violence vis-a-vis the works
themselves.
Chapter 2, "Colombian Hunger: Arnoldo Palacios," is a
discussion of Palacios' novels Las estrellas son negras and La
selva y la lluvia by using the motif of hunger in the fullest
extension of the word. According to Professor Lewis, these
novels " ... treat the context of the Choc6 from the perspective of
the underdog, primarily the black Chocoan population and its
struggle for survival against insurmountable natural and human
obstacles." (p. 17) For Lewis the primary themes of both novels
are "poverty, misery, injustice and the unending human struggle
for change." (p. 17) He labels Las estrellas son negras as a
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naturalist novel and concludes that in this first novel presents
a set of oppressive circumstances as the problem. In La selva y
la lluvia Palacios balances the negative view of the first novel
by stating the possibility of a solution. Using a formalist
approach Lewis states that the novel is " ... schematic in that it
follows different characters, shifts points of view, and does not
resolve all individual destinies." (p. 27) Lewis concludes that
the second novel reveals Palacios' discontent with oppression in
Chocoan society and that Palacios' perception of social
structure in Colombia between 1930 and 1950 is the perception of
the underdog. Las estrellas son neqras presents the problem of
oppression, while La selva y la lluvia espouses that the solution
to the problem lies not in dwelling on the past, but rather in
actively working towards changing the future.
In Chapter 3, "The Literary Synthesizer: Carlos Arturo
Truque," Lewis po:, nts out the tendency of critics to neglect
Truque's importance in the Latin American short story, then
discusses Luis Leal's assessment of Truque's importance in that
particular field. Professor Lewis discusses Truque's two
collections of short stories--Granizada y otros cuentos and El
dia gue termin6 el verano y otros cuentos. He points that hunger
is a recurring motif in Truque's works like it is in Palacios',
and that the implied author is not as obvious in Truque's work as
it is in the other authors he discusses. Professor Lewis
analyzes each story individually using a variety of approaches,
and with varying degrees of emphasis. Lewis concludes that
Truque presents concrete experiences such as hunger,
incarceration and homelessness and shows how they manifest
themselves through more abstract ideas such as despair,
degradation and dehumanization. Through his "exhaustive
description of a single moment," Professor Lewis asserts, Truque
presents characters in different situations and settings who
" ..• know that they are suffering, but only have vague notions of
why." (p. 67)
Chapter 4 is titled "The Poet as Novelist: Jorge Artel and
Juan Zapata Olivella." In the first part of the chapter Lewis
anaLyzes Artel's novel No es la muerte, es el morir. He
concludes that the novel is a metaphor of death, and that this
metaphor manifests itself through its temporal frame of
reference, which is the epoch of "La violencia" that began with
Jorge Eliecer Gaitan's assassination in 1948; through the various
images of violence and death that permeate the novel; through its
contrasts and through its fragmentation. Lewis asserts that this
novel " ... is both an exercise in literary Americanism and a
search for solutions." (p.72)
Professor Lewis analyzes Juan Zapata Olivella's novels
Historia de un joven neqro and Pisando el camino de ebano. He
analyzes Historia de un joven negro by calling attention to how
certain romantic conventions have influenced its criticism of
contemporary Colombian life. Using Jorge Isaacs' Maria as a
point of departure, he concludes that the author points out
apparently irreconcilable differences inherent in Colombian
society. He discusses Pisando el camino de ebano vis-a-vis its
Afro-American cultural intertext and concludes that these novels
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are a negation of contemporary Colombian society rather than the
presentation of it that one finds in Palacios and Artel.
Chapter 5 "From Oppression to Liberation: Manuel Zapata
Olivella" analyzes Tierra mojada, En Chima nace un santo, La
calle 10, Chambacu, Corral de negros, Detras del rostro, and
Chango, el gran putas in terms of each individual novel's
assessment of Colombian society and concludes that Manuel Zapata
Olivella has created a body of works of great literary/critical
value that interpret the black experience in both Colombia and
the United States.
In his concluding chapter Professor Lewis reaffirms that the
writers under discussion are from different geographic regions of
Colombia with different perspectives and backgrounds. While
their negritud provides a point of reference in structuring his
study, the major characteristic that these authors have in common
is their depiction and presentation of the plight of the
downtrodden. For Lewis negritud would seem to be the other
person's perception of these authors as Afro-Hispanics, while
authenticity would seem to mean the authors' own perceptions of
themselves as Afro-Hispanics, and both their realization and
acceptance of their status as Afro-Hispanics as a factor shaping
their world vision and manifesting itself through their writings.
This recognition of their ethnic background, and of its
importance in terms of their self-perception, is the unifying
force among these authors according to Lewis. He concludes that
the authors he discussed all express their disappointment with
their lot in life although they express it in different ways.
Moreover, although they are aware of their status as minorities
in Colombia, they are also skilled writers who work well within
the literary trends of their native land.
Professor Lewis' book is written in a clear, concise style
that reads well. The works he has chosen to scrutinize seem to
fit well into the overall theme of the book, and the translations
he provides are by and large, faithful to the Spanish. Clearly,
Lewis is well read, and this quality manifests itself through the
ideological and critical ideas that he presents as well as
through his knack for tying together the works studied. His
scrutiny of prose fiction by authors better known for their
poetry such as Jorge Artel and Juan Zapata Olivella also adds
interest and importance to his study. Nevertheless, there are a
few observations I offer for Professor Lewis' consideration for
future editions of this book.
First, the reader who knows little about Afro-Hispanic would
benefit from a more detailed explanation of such key concepts as
negritud and authenticity.
Also, while Professor Lewis studied Truque's major
collections of short stories, he omitted story "Vivan las
compafieros," which was awarded third prize in the 1954 literary
contest sponsored by the Asociaci6n Nacional de Escritores y
Artistas Colombianos. It is worthwhile mentioning that Gabriel
Garcia Marquez won first prize, and Guillermo Ruiz Rivas, second.
The three stories were published collectively under the title
Tres cuentos colombianos. "Vivan las compafieros" would also fit
within the parameters of Professor Lewis' discussions on ideology
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and violence.
In the chapter devoted to Manuel Zapata Olivella, Professor
Lewis states that Zapata Olivella published one collection of
short stories, when in fact he published three. The best known
selections of Manuel Zapata Olivella's short stories are:
cuentos de muerte y libertad (1960) and Quien dio el fusil a
Oswald y otros cuentos (1967). Since Truque is the only author
whose short stories are discussed in the book (due to the fact
that he presumably did not write novels) it would be interesting
to discuss some of Zapata Olivella's short stories for a
contrasting view within the same genre especially since he
focuses on the other authors in light of their novels.
Finally, at times Lewis provides the original Spanish titles
of the works discussed, while at other times he only provides his
English translations of the titles. Although he does provide the
Spanish titles in the bibliography, it would be helpful to
consistently include them while discussing the individual works.
That would avoid possible confusion on the part of the reader.
These observations, however, are minor and in no way detract
from the quality and importance of Professor Lewis' study. For
the average educated person who knows nothing about Afro-Hispanic
prose fiction, the study is extremely useful since it exposes
works that are often difficult to obtain in this country to the
general educated public, and it underlines these works'
importance both through their relationship to Colombian prose
fiction in general and their relationship to Afro-Colombian prose
fiction in specific. For the dedicated Hispanophile Professor
Lewis' book is an excellent point of departure and contains a
wealth of information and ideas, that merit further study.
Benita J. Clarke
University of Kentucky
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